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Michel Foucault
A reading of the works of Michel Foucault (1926-84) does not so much equip us with new pieces of knowledge, or even teach us new and different ways of knowing. Rather, it invites us to share in a radical calling into question of the ways in which knowledge itself operates. Foucault argues that all forms of knowledge are historically relative and contingent, and cannot be dissociated from the workings of power. Destabilising many of the key facets of Western epistemology, he effectively lays bare their functioning. This agenda of demystification, central to all of Foucault's work, encourages an uncommon way of perceiving language, social structures and medical institutions, university disciplines, and sexual acts and identities. We are provided not with an alternative theory of these domains, but with an awareness of the force fields of influence that bring them into being and determine their meaning and operation in given cultural and historical contexts. So different is this way of apprehending knowledge that the reader new to Foucault, and to post-structuralist continental thought in general, may struggle with the rigorous challenges posed by his guiding methodologies of 'archaeology' and 'genealogy' . This introduction to the work of Michel Foucault, which situates his investigations in their intellectual and historical contexts, and which proceeds by a detailed discussion of Foucault's major works available in English translation -both his full-length books and numerous articles and interviews -is thus indispensable for any student or other interested reader approaching his work for the first time.
It is helpful to think of Foucault's revisionist histories (archaeologies/genealogies) not as proposing entirely different versions of historical truth, but as relativising correctives, as texts which teach us that if we only look at the accepted and well-worn interpretations, we only appreciate a partial view of vii The history of any cultural phenomenon always involves, alongside the commonsensical or authorised version of events, ulterior narratives, an unspoken set of truths, that often efface themselves as visible processes precisely as an effect of their operation within the larger grid of competing knowledge; authorised and unauthorised; normalising and dissident. One of Foucault's most striking and far-reaching points regarding power and knowledge is the insight that power operates according to and by means of secrecy and silence as well as -or instead of -by voicing its presence in loud and oppressive interdictions and orders. The influence of Michel Foucault -a very French thinker -on the Anglo-American academic and reading public has grown in recent years, thanks to the incorporation of his corpus into the university curricula of contemporary literary studies, sexuality and gender studies, politics, and sociology. Accordingly, numerous introductory guides to Foucault, aimed at students and scholars in these various disciplines, have appeared from major academic presses. Despite their many and varied strengths, few of these works are primarily concerned with offering an accessible way in to reading Foucault for the student of literary and cultural studies. This, then, is the precise gap that The Cambridge Introduction to Michel Foucault will fill. It will offer an accessible but thorough introduction to the main works in Foucault's corpus and will assist readers in understanding their relevance for the analysis of the conditions of literary and cultural production and philosophical ideas.
In addition, the book will provide some other unique features. First, it will identify and address the problem faced by the English-speaking reader of having Preface ix to read Foucault in a not-always-accurate translation. A tendency of much Anglo-American criticism and the other critical introductions to Foucault is to write about the translations as if they were the original texts. I will avoid this reductive tendency, bringing attention where necessary to the features of the French texts that have been elided or flattened out in the translation process, distorting the meaning and resonance of Foucault's words; and I shall comment on receptions of the translations of Foucault's works and the misinterpretations that have arisen from these in existing Foucault criticism. Secondly, this book will address and explain the status of the French intellectual and the part played by this figure in French cultural and political life. Any introduction to a French thinker requires a very careful contextualisation of a specific intellectual 'scene' . Thirdly, it will engage in detail with Foucault's reflections on literature, including a chapter on his writings on the works of Bataille, Blanchot, Klossowski and Roussel, and his significant essay on the 'author function' ('What is an Author?' , 1969), a work which is often omitted or treated in parentheses or footnotes in other introductory guides. I will argue that many of Foucault's key concerns and concepts -the critique of reason, anti-humanistic thinking, the problematisation of the subject -are best articulated when he takes literature as the object of his investigation. Finally, where relevant, this book will also briefly treat the rhetorical qualities of Foucault's own writing: qualities that have made his work unpopular with philosophers of the analytic tradition but endeared him to literary scholars. Following the example of Dan Beer's recent innovative monograph Michel Foucault: Form and Power, 2 The Cambridge Introduction to Michel Foucault will pay attention to what is important in Foucault's language and the ways in which his form enacts his meaning.
A further central concern of the analyses in this book will be to explore and chart Foucault's often apparently contradictory ideas about selfhood and subjectivity. A paradoxical suspicion of, and fascination with, the subject of experience runs through Foucault's corpus, resonating differently in the various texts, and causing some commentators on Foucault's life's work to accuse him of inconsistency and contradiction. From asserting the radical negation of the human being as the transcendental subject of knowledge and experience in The Archaeology of Knowledge (1969) , Foucault moves on to a quest to theorise a controversial 'ethics of the self' in his final works, a project he was sketching at the time of his death in 1984, due to an 'aids-related' illness. The reason for placing 'aids-related' between scare quotes will become clear towards the close x Preface of the book, where I shall explore the legacy of Foucault's critiques of sexual knowledge and medical categories for late-twentieth-century sexuality studies.
The book comprises an introductory contextualising chapter followed by five further chapters, broadly structured along both chronological and thematic lines, each devoted to one or more of Foucault's major works; and concludes with a seventh and final chapter which charts some of the afterlives of Foucault's thinking. Chapter 1 takes the form of an introduction to the major intellectual and historical trends that influenced Foucault's thinking and determined the different methods and concerns of his works over the course of the twenty years during which he published. The next five chapters treat, in the following order, the institutions of psychiatry and medicine; the epistemology of the human sciences; literature and literary theory; criminality and punishment; sexuality, knowledge and power. The closing chapter treats the major reception of Foucault's work within the arts and humanities in the fields of feminism, gender and sexuality studies, and 'queer' theory. The book closes with a bibliography of selected titles designed to guide the reader's further study and point him or her towards specialised works on the different aspects, receptions and intertexts of Foucault's work.
I would like to acknowledge the help of Peter Cryle, Tim Dean, Robert Gillett, Dany Nobus and Elizabeth Stephens, who were stimulating and generous interlocutors about Foucault during my preparation of this book, and some of whom lent me materials to which I would otherwise not have had access. I would also like to thank Simon Gaunt, who invited me to present a paper on Foucault in a panel on 'Queer Theory in France' at the Society for French Studies' annual conference in July 2007, where I was able to discuss a version of the final chapter of this book with the learned audience and my fellow panel members, Hector Kollias and Jason Hartford. Finally, thanks are due to Ray Ryan at Cambridge University Press for being a most patient Commissioning Editor.
